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For years, we have been good friends. Lorraine is the sweetest, most caring person I have ever met. I was hesitant at first when the idea of writing a story together came up. My no-nonsense, no-sugarcoating, and take-charge personality made me fear that our budding writing adventure would end within a short time and the story would never see the light of day. But Lorraine stuck it out until the end remaining true to her sweet nature. She’s a saint for putting up with my demands and notoriously nitpicking every minute detail that would most likely drive every other author to drink. 

~Erika M Szabo

Well, I have to say I’ve always been inspired by Erika and have looked up to her for she has been an instrumental part in helping my books come to fruition with her wonderful technical and artistic skills.  We work well together and I looked forward to our early morning chats about what our mission would be for the day on this book. Both of us being early birds enabled us to get a good head start. We talked about the fact that we’d miss those morning chats but with our special connection, I know there will be other missions in the future.

~Lorraine Carey
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​Prologue
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The Cellar

As the young woman opened her eyes in total darkness, she felt dazed and disoriented. She tried to move her hand to find her comforter to cover up but couldn’t move. Fear froze her insides as she felt her hands tied behind her back and feet tightly bound as well. Where am I? How did I get here? Am I dreaming?  As she tugged at the ropes, the realization hit her hard when she felt the thin plastic cord cutting into her flesh. She wanted to scream but her mouth was chalk dry, she could only utter a whimpering sound.

She shifted her body. It feels like I’m lying on a damp concrete floor. How did I get here from my house, from my bed? Frantic thoughts were racing through her mind. She swallowed hard and tried to scream again. “Help!” she managed to croak out. “Somebody! Help me, please!” she sobbed.

“She’s up,” a man’s raspy whisper sounded as if he was behind a door. “Lemme see her,” he spoke, and she heard a low, squeaky sound as the doorknob was turned.

“Hands off, old man!” a deep, younger-sounding voice growled. “She’s not yours. He wants her. El maldito viejo Bastardo.” (*the damned old bastard*) He continued in Spanish.

“Solo puedo estar de acuerdo con esa afirmación, (*I can only agree with that statement*)” the man with the raspy voice replied in Spanish and switched to English. “Just a little peek. He doesn’t have to know.” He chuckled.

“I said, no!” the younger voice firmly replied. “The old man has a particular plan for this one. Hey, I didn’t know you speak Spanish!”

“You don’t know a thing about me, son. What does he want with her?” the other man inquired in a hushed tone.

“If you need to know, he’ll tell you. If not, keep your piehole shut. Let’s go! He’ll be here soon.”

The terrified woman lay on the cold floor, in the dark, afraid to move or make a sound. Please, God! What are they going to do to me?
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​Chapter One
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Atop a beautiful, fertile landscape by the Blue Mist Lake, the Wilbert mansion sits alone on the outskirts of the sleepy, country town. The lake acquired its name long ago because of its dark blue water and fine mist that lingers on the surface in the mornings, just before the sun peeks over the mountains surrounding the large lake.

Summer blooms are abundant along the driveway that leads to the main gate. A short drive up to the mansion also reveals an eye-pleasing view. It is beautifully landscaped with rhododendron, azalea, and Japanese maple trees lining the driveway that leads to a magnificent fountain in the center of the large, finely graveled area before the front door. The rectangular building with symmetrical windows designed in classical Georgian brick and stone style make this custom-made mansion stand out. Two large columns frame the wide mahogany door at the entrance, making it an impressive focal point. Located on both sides of the driveway, the garden provides cozy niches to relax and koi ponds to sit by for family and guests.

The mansion's interior is equally magnificent. A large hall leads to a formal dining room on the left and a luxuriously furnished sitting room and study on the right. An oak staircase splits in the middle after a wide landing that displays the life-size marble statues of famous composers. Red carpet covers the left side stairs that lead to the living quarters, which include luxurious bedrooms and bathrooms. Right-side stairs lead to guest rooms and an enormous family room with high-end, strategically placed paintings and artwork to entertain guests. This room also serves as the music room. There is a grand piano in the corner surrounded by invitingly comfortable overstuffed chairs.

A stargazing observatory built on the roof and equipped with the best telescopes under its dome-shaped glass roof is the most coveted spot in the mansion. During the late evening hours, the family loves to sit on comfortable recliners while sipping hot cocoa and stargazing through the varying sizes of telescopes.

In the back of the mansion is a small but elegant cobblestone cottage surrounded by trees. It provides a comfortable, private residence for John, the groundskeeper, and his wife, Matilda, his housekeeper/cook. Mr. Wilbert hired Matilda when she was a young girl. Her parents perished in a tragic house fire. She was alone, homeless, with no support. Her parents couldn’t afford the high insurance payments, and Matilda became penniless as well. Michael’s mother took the young girl under her wings and taught her everything she knew about housekeeping and cooking. When a handsome drifter moved into town and started doing gardening and odd jobs at the mansion, they fell in love and soon married. As a wedding present, Michael had the cottage built and offered lifetime employment to them. They have lived on the Wilbert Estate for decades.

Michael Wilbert, a compassionate, handsome, and always clean-shaven man in his early seventies, had been criticized for not hiring a steady staff of cleaners and maintenance people to take care of the huge estate, but as always, he ignores what others think of him. He strongly believes in regularly providing jobs to those who most need work at a particular time in their lives. He reasons that work is scarce in the quiet countryside towns, and rotating the workers regularly gives more people a chance to earn a decent living. He trusts his estate manager and his staff to organize and supervise the work on the estate and to hire people from the surrounding areas to do various jobs.

Michael declines most of the invitations to parties being thrown by the influential crowd in the surrounding counties. Even though he tells people he enjoys his secluded lifestyle, in reality, he despises the show-off parties and the snobby people kissing and stabbing each other. He tells his friends, “I keep my friends close, but I don’t need to keep my enemies closer. Attorneys and the Private Investigation Firm I trust give me all the information I need about my enemies.”  

Despite being one of the wealthiest people in the country, Michael Wilbert has never forgotten his roots.
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​Chapter Two
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It all began 70 years ago

Michael Wilbert was born into a poor family, in a small town in upstate New York. Their rented house in town was tiny and cramped. His father, a slightly built, balding man, had a bright mind and longed to be a lawyer, but his parents couldn't afford to pay for his education. In spite of his lack of physical strength and dexterity, the family was able to help him earn a degree in accounting. He considered himself fortunate to be hired as an accountant for the Cullins family, the richest family in the county.

Michael’s petite, frail-looking mother taught children in town private piano lessons for a living. Despite her talent as a pianist, she didn't have the right connections to succeed in the music industry that was not welcoming to female musicians at the time. 

When Michael turned seven, he often accompanied his father to the Cullins’ estate on those days when his mother had students. He hated every minute he had to spend at the mansion. He was forced to play with Roger, the son of Mr. Cullins, who was the same age as Michael. Roger treated him as if he was a lowly servant and made fun of his second-hand clothes and shoes. “You’re just a lowly pauper, and I’m a prince.” was the cocky boy’s favorite jab at Michael’s fragile pride. “Do as I say, and never forget that you were born to serve people like me!”

“Father, why aren’t we rich like them? I hate to be poor. He calls me a pauper!” Michael cried. “I don’t want to go there anymore.” With childish anger and defiance, he stomped his foot and folded his arms against his chest.

“I’m so sorry, son, but try to endure it until I can find another job. Mr. Cullins insists that I take you there at least twice a week. You see, Roger is home-schooled, and he doesn’t have any friends. His father wants you to be his playmate. Please, Michael, do this for me. I can’t lose this job before I can find another one.”

Michael obeyed and accepted the torture of the spoiled, rich boy in silence. After the first time, they played and Roger threw a hissy fit over losing, Mr. Cullins pulled Michael aside and ordered him to let his son win to avoid his tantrums. Michael obeyed, and although grinding his teeth in frustration, he let Roger win every game. If he did not get his way, the spoiled brat would throw toys, or anything close by, at the maids, the butler, and even at his father. They hated the undisciplined brat, and they fled from the room as soon as the boy stepped through the door.

Roger gloated over his victory after winning a game of Checkers one afternoon. “Michael you are so stupid that you can’t even realize you’re an imbecile. You may as well be back in kindergarten. You’re nothing but a loser!” Roger mocked him in a sing-song tone.

Michael shot out of his chair and headed over to sock Roger in the face, but he stopped, remembering his father’s words about putting up with the temporary situation. He silenced his boiling anger and continued to comply with his father’s wishes allowing Roger’s constant degrading remarks about how stupid he was. Roger also loved to boast about the superior knowledge he acquired from his private teachers. Sadly, his knowledge was superficial about various subjects. He learned and recited the phrases and conversation starter nonsense accepted in privileged circles. He heard it long enough from his father to believe his view of life such as ‘rich like us don’t need to stuff our heads with anything other than how to get richer and how to make business deals by making the right connections at parties’.

After a while, Michael had doubts about his own abilities due to some of the cruel statements Roger had so carelessly thrown at him. “Father, maybe I need to learn all those things Roger is learning about business and making the right connections. I want to be rich someday and I could use some of the things he knows.” 

Michael’s father was quick to respond. “Listen, my son, you don’t need to learn anything about how to cheat and lie your way in life. Be true to your honest nature, listen to your instincts and keep your moral values. Think about what you want to achieve and focus your energy on learning about it. Don't just learn facts and phrases about things to impress others but think about what you want to achieve. And if you let the cruel jabs of an empty-headed spoiled brat get to you, he wins. Ignoring him is your best defense against self-centered people like him and his father.”

From that day on, when Roger started mocking him, Michael just looked at him with pity in his eyes and ginned without saying anything. Roger was taken aback. He stomped his feet and started throwing his usual insults at his unwilling playmate. Michael kept staring at him with a collected, cold expression on his face, and his lack of reaction further upset the raging boy. After the second incident when Michael didn’t display any reaction, Roger told his father that he never wanted to play with him again.

Luckily, after a few months, Michael’s father found a job at the local factory, and he didn’t have to suffer the snobbishness and cruelty of the Cullins family any longer.

Michael swore to his mother as a teenager that he would become a multi-millionaire investor one day.
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16 days ago

The sun barely rose when Luke Castleberry woke up with a wicked headache and groggily checked if his wife, Ava, was awake. She must have woken earlier, her side of the bed is cold. She probably couldn't sleep and is making breakfast already. Good. I could use a strong cup of coffee. He shuffled to the bathroom and thought, I feel like I've been through a wash cycle. After splashing water on his face, he raked his fingers through his thick blond hair. He brushed his teeth, grabbed his robe, and headed down to the kitchen.

Ava wasn’t there and the entire Wilbert mansion was eerily quiet. Where is she? I hope she didn’t go out for a walk alone. As he searched the house, his anxiety grew, and he had a foreboding feeling that something terrible might have happened. He checked on the children; they were still asleep. He closed their doors and knocked on the nanny’s door. Maria, a petite, Hispanic woman opened the door a crack, holding her nightgown close to her neck, covering her breasts. “What’s wrong? The children...” she cried out with a horrified expression on her face.

“The children are fine,” Luke assured her. “But I can’t seem to find Ava anywhere.”

“I’ll get dressed,” Maria turned and rushed back into her room.

“I’ll call Matilda and John to help with the search. Let the children sleep, and I don’t want to wake my father-in-law either,” Luke took the phone from his pocket as he headed downstairs.

Within minutes, Matilda, the plump housekeeper, adjusting her silver hair into a bun, hurried through the entrance, wearing a flowery dress and apron. The tall, bony man in overalls and boots she followed was her husband, John. Matilda whispered with disapproval, "You should've changed your boots. And look at you! Didn’t shave either."

The groundskeeper had a sheepish look on his face, “I should have, but I was about to feed the chickens when Master Luke called,” he whispered his excuse.

Maria joined them in the main hall. “We must find her!” Luke yelled, wringing his hands. “I’ve been looking everywhere, but let’s search the house again and the garden too,” he instructed. “Something terrible happened, I can feel it. She might be lying somewhere, injured. Or worse!”

The group split up and searched every room in the mansion. Matilda methodically searched every room with Maria and Luke as John checked the garden and outbuildings.

They couldn’t find Ava anywhere. The noisy commotion woke Michael, Ava’s father. What’s going on? As fast as his arthritic hands allowed, he dressed and shuffled downstairs. He found Luke in the hall. “What’s happening? Is something wrong?” he asked, imagining the worst, feeling the sinking sensation in his stomach.

“I didn’t want to wake you so early, but it’s Ava—she’s missing. She wasn’t in bed when I woke up and we can’t find her anywhere,” Luke answered in a trembling voice.

“Did she say anything last night? Did you two have a fight?”

“No! We went to bed as usual. As a matter of fact, she had some good news that made me happy. The concert she’d been invited to in Vienna next month, had been canceled. She wasn’t too happy about it, but I was.”

“Did she take one of the cars? Maybe she drove to town to pick up something?” Michael speculated.

“No, the cars are in the garage. The odd thing is that she didn’t seem to get dressed, just disappeared in her nightgown, barefoot. Her robe is in the bathroom and slippers by the bed, phone on her bedside table, and Matilda checked her closet and said that none of her clothes or shoes are missing as far as she can tell.”

“Okay, let’s not lose our heads here. There must be a reasonable explanation. Let’s search the house and grounds again. I’m calling the police.”

“I doubt they could do anything yet. It hasn’t even been 24 hours,” Luke worried. This isn’t not like her. She wouldn’t just leave in a nightgown leaving everything and the children behind. Something is very wrong, dad. She must’ve been kidnapped,” Luke said to his father-in-law as he focused his gaze outside through the large side window.

“I must admit, you might be right. I’ll call Steve. He’s the Chief Superintendent, he might make an exception for us,” the old man hurried to his study.

Luke nodded. I’ll check Ava’s phone,” he said and headed upstairs. He couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary other than a call the night before, which he didn’t recognize. He pressed the number and a pleasant voice answered. The woman had not much to report and said she had spoken to Ava about an upcoming rehearsal. She also told Luke to let her know when he heard anything.

Michael’s conversation with the superintendent had been successful. Half a dozen officers and a detective arrived within minutes. The detective, a middle-aged, lanky man with a prominent nose and thinning hair, had begun his barrage of the usual questions, then stated what the next steps would be involving their investigation. They’d first do a dusting in the bedroom and bathroom for fingerprints, along with taking a DNA sample from Ava’s hairbrush. After that they’d begin questioning all the members who lived in the home, extending out into the neighborhood. They’d requested a list of names of friends and acquaintances as well as the last place she’d been prior to her disappearance.
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